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The diplomatic efforts to restore Jean Bertrand Aristide to the president's chair in Haiti are
provoking a direct political dispute between the US and the deposed President. Aristide has
refused to accept a new political proposal which is supported by the US and other countries that
if implemented could lead to new negotiations with the military to step down from power. The
proposal basically calls for the formation of a new "broad-based" government, beginning with
Aristide's appointment of a new prime minister, that in effect would constitute power-sharing with
Haiti's right wing business and political leaders in exchange for Aristide's return to the country.
Since January, tensions between Aristide and President Bill Clinton's administration have been
growing due to disagreements over several US policies toward Haiti. The most highly publicized
disagreement has focused on the US policy of forcibly repatriating Haitian refugees intercepted on
the high seas. In a statement issued on Feb. 9, after the bodies of four drowned Haitian refugees
were found in Florida, Aristide characterized the US policy of intercepting Haitian refugees
and sending them back to Haiti as a "floating Berlin Wall." Aristide further suggested that the
forcible repatriation policy constitutes a violation of international law, adding that he is prepared
to withdraw from a treaty previously signed with the US in which the Haitian government had
authorized immediate repatriation of refugees.
State Department spokesperson Michael McCurry defended the Clinton administration's policies,
declaring that forced repatriation is aimed at discouraging Haitians from putting their lives at risk
on the high seas. He warned that Aristide's threat to abrogate the treaty would encourage people to
leave Haiti en masse, which would lead to many deaths at sea as Haitians begin to flee the island in
unsuitable boats. "Presumably that is something that President Aristide would wish to avoid," said
McCurry. "We find his remarks quite mystifying."
The State Department also criticized Aristide for failing to appoint a new prime minister to replace
Robert Malval, who resigned Dec. 15 of last year. Administration officials argue that such a move
would constitute the crucial first step in establishing a broad-based political coalition in Haiti,
which would in turn lead to negotiations to pass amnesty laws and other legislation necessary
to convince the military officers who led the coup d'etat against Aristide to step down. Tensions
between Washington and Aristide were heightened further when the US brought a delegation
of Haitian congresspersons to Washington on Feb. 11 to allow them to present a "new" proposal
to resolve the crisis. The proposal, supported by the Clinton administration, adopts many of the
elements contained in the Governors Island accord. That agreement, which was signed in July 1993
by Aristide and army chief Lt. Gen. Raoul Cedras, collapsed when the military refused to honor its
commitments.
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The first step outlined in the proposal discussed in Washington would be for Aristide to name a new
prime minister and to form a new "government of broad consensus." This new government would
work with congress to pass legislation to create a new civilian-controlled police force and to grant
amnesty to those who participated in the coup. At that point, Cedras would be expected to retire and
Port-au-Prince police chief Col. Michel Francois would be transferred to another post.
Nevertheless, the plan does not outline any timetable for Aristide's return to power, provoking
harsh criticism of the plan by Aristide and his supporters. Moreover, Aristide says the plan contains
no new elements that could pressure the coup leaders to leave power, largely relying on their "good
will" to step down once a new cabinet is named and once amnesty laws are in place. Aristide also
warned that the plan had no provisions to assure the physical security of any members of the newly
appointed government, which was one of the problems faced by members of former prime minister
Malval's administration. Michael Barnes, a top Aristide advisor, added, "President Aristide would
be reluctant to name a government under these circumstances because there is a good chance
government officials would be killed, just as [Malval's] Justice Minister was killed last year."
Aristide partially blamed the US for the military's refusal to step down, declaring that economic
sanctions against the regime should be stepped up. "How long can the world stand by and allow the
anguish of our people to endure? How long can we allow a small group of corrupt military leaders to
thumb their nose at democracy?" he asked. In fact, in response to Aristide's rejection of the plan to
install a new civilian government in Haiti, on Feb. 15 Clinton administration officials announced that
US efforts to strengthen the embargo against the country would be "frozen."
Despite taking a series of unilateral measures against the Haitian authorities in January including
freezing the assets and revoking visas of military officers involved in the overthrow of Aristide
the US has been extremely reluctant to impose a complete economic embargo. In addition, new
evidence has emerged regarding the ineffectiveness of the existing sanctions. For example,
according to a US Commerce Department report released Feb. 18, despite the existing international
embargo and US sanctions, US trade with Haiti actually increased during 1993. US imports from
Haiti increased from US$107 million in 1992 to US$154.3 million, while exports to the country were
also up from US$209.2 million to US$221.3 million.
Most US trade with Haiti took place under a little-known exemption in the embargo, which the
Clinton administration extended in January for an additional two months. The exemption allows
US companies to export clothing pieces and other parts for assembly at plants in Haiti. The finished
goods are then returned for sale in the US. The exemption has been harshly criticized by US labor
leaders. "You can't build a democracy on sweatshops paying 14 cents an hour and violating the most
fundamental worker rights," wrote Jack Sheinkman, president of the Amalgamated Clothing and
Textile Workers Union. Charles Kernaghan of the National Labor Committee, a union group that
deals with issues concerning foreign workers, said, "By unilaterally exempting the US assembly
industry from the trade embargo, the US government is playing straight into the hands of the
Haitian military and their supporters."
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